A mathematic analysis of the "epidemiologic necropsy".
There has been much debate regarding the validity and implications of the "epidemiologic necropsy." Two opposing mathematic analyses have previously appeared--one by Flanders and O'Brien and one by Feinstein and colleagues. Because these analyses omitted discussion of certain key parameters and assumptions, I provide a more detailed analysis. I show that under the assumptions used by earlier authors, the observed ("registry") disease rates will equal the true disease rates, even if there is differential disease detection and large pool of undetected cases. Under realistic violations of assumptions, both the observed rates and the necropsy estimates will be biased. In any case, the data offered thus far are insufficient to accurately assess the impact of undetected disease on epidemiologic studies.